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The role of alternative message strategies in advertising performance: Challenges to the B2B 
marketing paradigm 
 
Abstract: 
In this study the impact of message strategy on advertising performance will be in examined 
in a business-to-business (B2B) context. From a theoretical standpoint, the study will explore 
differences in message type between symbolic and literal approaches in B2B advertisements. 
While there has been much discussion on the effect of symbolism, (eg. metaphors, abstract 
images and figurative language), an empirically-tested scale that measures the degree of 
symbolism has not been developed. This research project focuses on development of a 
methodological scale to accurately test the difference in the direction of message appeals. 
Thus, insights in the role of message strategy in the B2B adoption process are anticipated with 
contributions in future consumer and business advertising research.  
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The Role of Alternative Message Strategies in Advertising 
Performance: Challenges to the B2B Marketing Paradigm 
Maria M. van Dessel,  
Faculty of Business, Queensland University of Technology 
 
Introduction 
This project explores one of the most fundamental and enduring marketing communication 
approaches in business-to-business (B2B) marketing theory and practice: the reliance on 
literal, rational appeals of advertising message strategy. One of the most basic elements 
associated with an advertising strategy is the choice of an appeal with the prevailing practice 
in B2B advertising adopting a focus on literal and factual, benefit-laden messages. In the 
business-to-consumer (B2C) sector, marketers use a much larger range of message appeals, 
including those based on a more intrinsic (indirectly implied) level, such as symbolism or 
emotion. The purpose of this research project is to test the differences between symbolic and 
literal messages in B2B advertising. 
B2B marketers invest in marketing communication to try to add value to their brands by 
communicating factual product information. This approach has endured as the organising 
framework of how B2B marketers utilise marketing communication. Although recent inquiry 
offers lively debate about the appropriateness of non-factual messages, overall, approaches, 
message strategy contributes much to building and sustaining strong brands (Michell et al. 
2001). Countless studies in the B2C sector attest to the effectiveness of non-factual appeals in 
building strong brands (Turley and Kelley 1997); however, non-factual appeals in the B2B 
sector are noticeably absent. Yet, for some time, it has been recognised that advertising 
strategy has been neglected in the B2B literature with further research needed to investigate 
differences in message elements within this context (Gilliland and Johnston 1997; Turley and 
Kelley 1997; Morrill 1970; Cutler and Javalgi 1994). As an alternative to literal (factual) 
messages, there is an emerging body of literature that asserts stronger, more enduring 
associations are made with a brand using symbolic messages (imagery or text). However, a 
dearth of knowledge exists on their effectiveness in B2B advertising. Symbolic messages 
provide a mechanism that motivates a prospect to process advertising information by 
necessitating more elaborate processing and comprehension in the interpretation of implicit ad 
messages. Thus, engagement in the message is purported to occur during information 
processing, and is instrumental in the creating a deep connection to the brand. This is usually 
reflected in consequent purchase-related behaviour, such as information search, purchase 
intention and purchase, providing powerful support of the use of these message types. This 
study investigates the extent that symbolic messages can provide an effective way to increase 
processing of information in an advertisement. 
 
Significant Marketing Issue and Challenges to Traditional Approaches 
The B2B sector is large in dollar volume, employment, and significance to the gross national 
product of every developed economy. While the investment in B2B marketing 
communication is a fraction of the B2C sector, the importance of brand building in the sector 
has never been stronger with billions of dollars invested ever year to create brand preference 
and loyalty. Although the use of messages appeals such as symbolism and emotion have 
largely escaped attention in the B2B context, their use holds much promise for B2B 
marketers; therefore, research that contributes to understanding effective advertising strategy 
in B2B is appropriate.  
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Theory Contribution and Scale Development 
In this study the impact of message strategy on advertising performance will be in examined. 
From a theoretical standpoint, the study will explore differences in message type between 
symbolic and literal approaches in B2B advertisements, thus contributing to a deeper 
understanding of the relationship between message appeal and antecedents to B2B buyer 
behaviour. While there has been much discussion—mainly in the business-to-consumer 
(B2C) literature—on the effect of symbolism, such as metaphors, abstract images and 
figurative language, an empirically-tested scale that measures the degree of symbolism has 
not been developed. In order to accurately test message type (symbolic versus literal), a 
methodological scale will be developed. A second study will then explore the relationship 
between message types and advertising performance. Performance scores will be derived 
from Starch Readership Tests, a commercial syndicated service of readership of print ads (see 
Appendix 1 for an example of a “starched ad). Other variables tested in this study include 
advertising performance variations over time, across product classifications and mechanical 
advertising elements (e.g., ad design, colour, ad size, location, etc.). Thus, this project 
contributes to a deeper understanding of B2B buyer behaviour and the role of message 
strategy in the B2B adoption process.  
 
Contribution to Marketing Practice 
From a practical perspective, the results may offer guidance as to when and how different 
symbolic appeals can be used to achieve a given performance goal most effectively. 
Alternatively, the study may finally empirically validate long-standing theories and 
assumptions advocating the use of literal message type in the B2B sector. Finally, the study 
contributes to recent discussions about the use of symbolism in advertising message strategy. 
While the specific focus of the study relates to B2B advertising, scale development of a 
reliable measure of message type (symbolic versus literal) may also have significant merit in 
future consumer and business advertising research. 
 
Research Problem 
Measurement of message type (symbolic and literal) is of vital concern prior to tackling the 
main research objective. Studies that investigate symbolism (and interchangeably, emotional 
approaches) are based on subjective descriptors of the construct, and thus developing an 
accurate measurement instrument is critical for this dissertation study. For this reason, the 
purpose of this paper for the small-group discussion at the ISBM PhD Student Camp will 
focus on the first stage of the PhD thesis project, that is: 
To develop a scale that accurately operationalises message type, in terms of 
symbolic versus literal, in B2B advertisements in print media. 
Key Constructs and Variables 
The definitions of the following key constructs and variables are based on the extensive 
literature in advertising theory. Appendix 2 reflects examples of each message type in B2B 
ads. 
• Advertising message type will be evaluated on two core dimensions: 
1)  symbolic messages—figurative forms of communication, such as metaphors or tropes 
(figures of speech) that deviate from a person’s expectations through the use of 
nonliteral words or images (MacCormack 1985). Categories of process appeals are 
similar to those Moriarty (1989 in Cutler and Javalgi 1994 p. 65) described as: 
Emotional/symbolic:  
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• metaphor (allegorical use, unexpected substitution based on similar feature),  
• storytelling (narrative, drama, playlet),  
• aesthetics (details of the visual become art, a pattern or abstraction in the 
visual).  
2)  literal messages—explicit or logical forms of communication where logical inferences 
can be derived directly from the message (Toncar and Munch 2001). Similarly, 
categories of process appeals also follow Moriarty  (1989, in Cutler & Javalgi, p. 65), 
described as: 
 Rational/informational:  
• description (what the brand looked like),  
• before/after product comparisons, 
• comparative (portrayal and/or naming of the competition in the visual), 
• demonstration (how to do, use, apply, or make the product). 
 
Research Methodology: Study 1 
Exploratory research will be utilised to develop a scale to operationalise message type in 
order to accurately measure and code variations of the symbolic and literal content of 
messages. A non-comparative scale, such as continuous rating scale or itemised rating scale is 
expected to be most suited to measuring message type. Scale development will follow a 
cyclical process, identifying, exploring and testing alternative scales, seeking  discriminate 
validity (the extent to which a measure of symbolism/literalism does not correlate with 
another measure on the continuum from which is supposed to differ) (Maholtra et al. 2006), 
reliability of scale items, along with testing of alternative scale techniques. Coders could score 
each element of an ad, e.g., headline, body copy (text) and images--for symbolism and 
literalism. Content analysis may include development of a composite score for each ad, based 
on individual scores for these elements. Janis and Fadner’s (1965) statistical formula is one 
approach, computing the “coefficient of imbalance” to measure the extent of differences in 
the ratios of symbolism and literalism in the material.  
Progress So Far and Next Steps 
Confirmation of candidature stage was passed in April 2007. Recent enquiry has focused on 
cultivating a deep understanding of content analysis and scale development to advance 
development of a methodological scale that will measure differences in message appeals. At 
the same time, access to the data sample for the main research problem is being coordinated 
from Starch Advertising Research syndicated data.  
Invitation for Suggestions 
Discussion is invited on the following suggested scale development alternatives:  
(a)  Message Type Continuum: Using an adapted coding mechanism employed by 
Mothersbaugh, et al. (2002), a continuum that measure highly literal to highly symbolic 
is shown in Figure 1. 
Figure 1: Continuum of message type (literal to symbolic) 
 
 
(1) no figurative forms of communication (verbal copy or visual) in the ad,  
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(2) figurative form of communication (metaphor, figure of speech or storytelling—
referred to as “S” hereafter) in the headline or subhead only,  
(3) predominantly explicit or logical forms of communication in verbal copy and visual 
(if any) in the ad (product description/information, product comparisons, technical 
details, product use, price, product image, images where logical inferences can be 
derived—referred to as “L” hereafter) comprising ≥ 80% of the ad content,  
(4) single figurative form of communication in the verbal copy (S) or visual (metaphor 
or aesthetics—referred to as “A” hereafter) comprising ≤ 25% of the ad content,  
(5) single figurative form of communication in the verbal copy (S) and in the visual (A) 
25-45% of the ad content,  
(6) combination of explicit or logical forms of communication in verbal copy and 
visual (L) (if any) in the ad, comprising 50% of the ad content and figurative forms 
of communication in verbal copy and visual (if any) (S and A), comprising 50% of 
the ad content, 
(7) multiple figurative forms of communication in the verbal copy (S) or the visual (A) 
comprising 55-75% of the ad content, 
(8) multiple figurative forms of communication in the verbal copy (S) and/or the visual 
(A) comprising ≥ 80% of the ad content,  
(9) explicit or logical form of communication (L) in the headline or subhead only, and 
(10) no explicit or logical forms of communication (verbal copy or visual) in the ad.  
 
(b) Message Type Grid: Message type could also be 
plotted on a grid, measuring levels of symbolism 
and literalism from low to high, as presented in 
Figure 2.   
When plotting levels the level to which the ad 
message type is literal (ie. logical content) versus 
symbolic (ie. use of figurative language/images), 
an important question comes to mind: is it 
possible to have an ad that is neither symbolic not 
literal? For example, how might a mostly 
humorous ad be coded?  
 
(c) Message Type Matrix: Message type could also 
be plotted on a matrix, measuring levels of 
symbolism and literalism from low to high, as 
presented in Figure 3. Based on conventional 
wisdom, the quadrant depicting ads as both low in 
symbolic and literal message content may be 
problematic. The same may also be true for 
message type being high in both symbolism and 
literalism.  
 
Figure 2: Message type grid
Figure 3: Message type matrix
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Appendix 1 
Example of B2C advertisement with Starch Readership score information 
 
 
Source: in Charles H. Patti & Charles F. Frazer (1988). Advertising: A Decision-Making 
Approach, New York, NY: Dryden Press, p. 342. 
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Appendix 2 
Example of B2B advertisement using symbolic message type 
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Example of B2B advertisement using a typical literal message type 
 
 
  
 
